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Abstract Empathy has been a constant component of anti-bullying programs based on bystander intervention. However,
less is known about how cognitive and affective empathy are related to bystander behavior. The aim of the

current meta-analysis and systematic review was to test the association between cognitive and affective
empathy with three categories of bystanders: defenders, outsiders and pro-bullies. We systematically searched
PsychINFO, Scopus, Web of Science and PubMed until March 2025. A total of 32 studies were included, with
a combined sample of 24,783, mean age 11.93 years old. All studies were evaluated to be of good or fair
quality. Results indicate significant positive correlations between defending and both cognitive and affective
empathy, with a slightly larger correlation coefficient for affective empathy. Being an outsider was negatively
and significantly related to affective empathy and negatively, but not significantly to cognitive empathy. Only
one study has investigated cognitive empathy in relation to pro-bully involvement, therefore analyses were
conducted exclusively on affective empathy. The association between affective empathy and pro-bully
bystanding was negative and significant. Heterogeneity levels were high across results. No moderation effects
were identified, but sensitivity analyses revealed minor improvements after eliminating ad-hoc measures of
empathy in some instances. Funnel plot visual investigation indicated possible small study effects, but the
Egger’s formal test revealed no publication bias. Results based on a limited number of studies should be
interpreted with caution. Altogether, findings suggest that future studies should distinguish between cognitive
and affective empathy and should address multiple bystanding behaviors.
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1. Introduction

School bullying is represented by the repeated
aggressive behaviors intended to harm others,
including an imbalance of power between the
victimized peer and the aggressor or a group of
aggressors (Olweus, 2013). It is a global social issue
among Yyouth, with 43% reporting bullying
experiences at least monthly (Johansson et al., 2022).
Traditional bullying is viewed as a social event
including not only the victim and aggressor, but also
other participants (O’Connell et al., 1999). Bystander
roles involve children who witness bullying episodes
and choose to intervene or not (Mazzone, 2020). One
bystander role conceptualization includes defenders,
assistants of the bully, reinforcers of the bully, and
passive bystanders or outsiders (Salmivalli et al.,
1996). Defenders protect the victim by stopping the
bully, calling for help, or talking to the victim.
Reinforcers and assistants encourage bullies by
laughing or joining in. Passive bystanders or outsiders
choose not to involve themselves, which can indirectly

enable bullying. Evidence shows that 55% of
adolescents reported passive bystanding, 38%
defending the victim and 7% claimed supporting the
aggressor (Eijigu & Teketel, 2021). In samples based
on primary and secondary school children almost half,
between 44% and 45% reported involvement as
defenders or outsiders (Pouwels et al., 2018).

2. Theoretical foundation

While victims and aggressors have rightly been the
focus of research, bystanders can also play an
important role in how bullying episodes unfold
(Salmivalli, 2014). The involvement of bystanders as
defenders of victims was negatively associated with
the frequency of classroom bullying episodes, whereas
reinforcing the bully was positively associated with
bullying perpetration (Salmivalli et al., 2011).
Additionally, meta-analytic data indicate that school-
based prevention programs based on bystander
intervention are effective in increasing peer defending
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(Polanin et al., 2012). Bystander-based interventions
such as STAC (i.e., Stealing the show, Turning it over,
Accompanying others and Coaching compassion)
teach children how to respond when witnessing a
bullying episode through strategies such as drawing
attention away from the victim (Peck et al., 2024).
These interventions are effective in reducing bullying
perpetration even in children who are occasionally
bullies (Midgett et al., 2017).

Understanding the factors behind bystanders
choices to engage or remain passive in bullying events
can be useful for the development of future
interventions. Empathy is one of the most intensively
studied factors in relation to multiple bullying roles
(Imuta et al., 2022). Empathy can be defined by
appealing to four characteristics frequently
encountered in scientific literature, as summarized by
Eklund and Meranius (2021). Thereby, it reflects the
ability to understand, feel, and share the affective
experiences of others while maintaining the
differentiation between self and others. Specifically,
there are two common types of empathy. One is
cognitive empathy, which includes understanding the
emotions of others and being able to see and
acknowledge their perspective. The other is affective
empathy, representing the theme of feeling and
sharing affective states of the target person (Eklund &
Meranius, 2021).

In youth samples, general empathy was positively
and significantly associated with prosocial behavior
(Qiu et al., 2024). Experimental evidence suggests that
empathic actions are based on altruistic motives,
meant to alleviate the victims™ suffering and not
egoistic ones, with the purpose of distress avoidance
(Stocks et al., 2009). In bullying, adolescents with
greater empathy levels were more prone to defend
their victimized peers (Yun & Graham, 2018).
However, highly empathic children were more upset
and exhibited higher physiological activation when
watching bullying-depicting videos than low-empathy
children (Barhight et al., 2013). In addition to
empathy, emotion regulation and cognitive flexibility
are necessary for prosocial actions to occur (Laghi et
al., 2018). High empathic distress and a lack of
adequate emotion regulation strategies could hinder
prosocial behaviors (Eisenberg et al., 2010).
Therefore, it is not clear if high empathy levels
automatically lead to prosocial actions such as peer
defending.

The relationship between empathy and bystander
behavior is not clearly understood, especially
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considering the two types of empathy investigated:
cognitive and affective. For defenders, some studies
show that affective, not cognitive empathy is more
strongly associated with peer defending (e.g. Belacchi
& Farina, 2012; Caravita et al., 2009; Fredrick et al.,
2020; Gini et al., 2007, 2008; Harrison et al., 2025).
Conversely, other studies reported stronger
associations  between cognitive empathy and
defending (Machackova & Pfetsch, 2016; Tang et al.,
2025; Wang et al., 2023; Yun & Graham, 2018).
Similarly, there are contradicting results for outsiders
as well. Some results indicate stronger negative
associations with affective empathy and weaker
negative associations with cognitive empathy
(Belacchi & Farina, 2012; Pozzoli et al., 2017), while
others obtained negative associations with cognitive
empathy and positive associations with affective
empathy (Belacchi & Benelli, 2020). In contrast, Gini
et al. (2008) revealed stronger associations with
cognitive empathy and not affective empathy for
outsider behaviors. Involvement in the roles of
reinforcers and assistants of the bully, called from now
on pro-bullies, is negatively associated with both
affective (Alvarez-Garcia et al., 2021; Troop-Gordon
et al., 2019; Xie & Ngai, 2020) and cognitive empathy
(Machackova & Pfetsch, 2016). However, cognitive
and affective empathy have different patterns of
association with multiple forms of aggression (Yeo et
al., 2011). When controlling for cognitive empathy,
affective empathy was related to physical aggression,
and when controlling for affective empathy, cognitive
empathy was associated with indirect aggression.
Likewise, proactive aggression presented stronger
associations with both types of empathy, although
marginally higher for affective empathy than reactive
aggression (Euler et al., 2017). A meta-analysis found
cognitive empathy more strongly related to aggressive
behaviors than affective empathy (Jolliffe &
Farrington, 2004). Consequently, considering that pro-
bullies do not necessarily exhibit proactive aggression,
they may possess some level of cognitive empathy.

Examining the relationship between empathy and
bystander behavior, several factors may influence how
the strength of this relationship varies across research.
Multiple studies indicate that girls generally obtain
higher cognitive and affective empathy scores than
boys (Benenson et al., 2021; Geng et al.,, 2012;
Trentini et al., 2022). However, in a study of children
and adolescents aged seven to seventeen, gender
influenced only cognitive empathy (Schwenck et al.,
2014). The authors proposed distinct maturation
processes for cognitive and affective empathy. Indeed,
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stronger development of empathic concern was
observed in girls for both genders, while for boys, this
development was partially similar to that of girls, but
later decreased for other boys (Olweus & Endresen,
1998). Across age, from the first sign of distress at the
hearing of another newborn cry to the stability of
empathy in late adolescence and early adulthood,
empathy develops gradually (McDonald & Messinger,
2010). The informant of the empathy measurement,
whether self-reported or reported by others, also
influences the magnitude of the relationship between
empathy and bystander roles (Sesso et al., 2021).
While most empathy instruments are self-reported
(Sesso et al., 2021), children might not be truthful in
their responses and their answers can reflect social
desirability, overestimation or lack of confidence in
their empathic skills (Neary, 2023). Accordingly,
gender, age, and type of report for the empathy
instrument will be accounted for in the current
analysis.

Previous systematic reviews and meta-analyses
have investigated the relationship between empathy
and different bullying roles, including defending and
other bystander behaviors (Deng et al., 2021; Imuta et
al., 2022; Ma et al., 2019; Nickerson et al., 2015; van
Noorden et al., 2015; Zych et al., 2019). Nevertheless,
one study was a systematic review of the literature
(van Noorden et al., 2015). Two of them included
multiple bullying roles or factors besides empathy
such as theory of mind (Imuta et al., 2022) or looked
at defending in cyberbullying contexts as well (Ma et
al., 2019). Greater complexity can divert attention
away from the specific characteristics of the
relationship between empathy and bystander roles. Of
the remaining two, one examined the associations
between cognitive and affective empathy and only
defending as the main bystander role (Deng et al.,
2021), whereas the other did not differentiate between
affective and cognitive empathy (Nickerson et al.,
2015). Searches conducted by Deng et al. (2021)
included papers published only until 2020 and did not
distinguish between willingness to intervene and
actual defending behavior. Given how important
bystanders are in enabling or hindering future peer
victimization it is important to look not only at the
relationship between empathy and defender behavior
but also into the relationship between empathy and
other bystander roles, outsiders and pro-bullies, whose
behavior can be further shaped in order to promote
prosocial actions.

The aim of the current systematic review and
meta-analysis is to address these gaps and investigate
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the associations between cognitive and affective
empathy and three bystander roles: defenders,
outsiders and pro-bullies. The first objective of the
study is to test the magnitude of the association
between each type of empathy and each bystander
role. The second objective of the study is to test
whether the strength of this relationships is influenced
by moderating factors such as: sample size, percentage
of girls, validation status of the empathy scale,
informant of the empathy scale (self or other), and
country.

3. Research methodology
3.1. Protocol

The study protocol was preregistered at
https://osf.io/fpwhr.  There were some minor
deviations from the original protocol. First, we
decided to exclude moderators based on bystander
instruments because we aimed to focus on the outcome
of interest, meaning empathy. We were also unable to
analyze countries or regions where the studies were
conducted as moderators due to lack of variability in
the data. Most studies were based on Western samples.
Additionally, statistical analyses were performed
using Stata 18 and not Comprehensive Meta-Analysis
software. This allowed for more analytical flexibility,
which is in line with current objectives. Lastly, we
decided not to perform a transformation on data
extracted from studies reporting standardized
regression Beta coefficients. Simulations and
empirical data revealed that the use of beta estimation
procedures was associated with potentially extensive
biases and using only correlations performed
consistently better than using beta estimations (Roth et
al., 2018). Combining different types of effect sizes in
one meta-analysis can lead to conceptual
heterogeneity and therefore reduce interpretability
(Aloe, 2015).

3.2. Identification and selection of studies

We systematically search by abstract and title the
following databases: PsychINFO, Scopus, Web of
Science and PubMed on March 12, 2025. Keywords
and search terms for PsychINFO, Web of Science and
PubMed included: (empath* AND defend*) OR
(empath* AND bystand*) NOT medical* NOT nurse*
NOT work*. This query string was mildly altered for
Scopus: TITLE-ABS-KEY ((empath* AND defend*)
OR (empath* AND bystand* AND NOT medical*
AND NOT nurse* AND NOT work*). In Scopus,
searches were made in title, abstract and keywords.
We did not restrict our searches by publication date,
language, or age of the participants. In addition, we
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conducted a manual search of the references in the
previous systematic reviews and meta-analyses in
order to retrieve potentially relevant studies. All
obtained articles were included and further analyzed
using EndNote. This process involved eliminating
duplicates and reviewing papers based on their title
and abstracts. Screening of the studies and full text
analysis based on inclusion and exclusion criteria were
conducted by two independent researchers, A.M.D
and J.M. All disagreements were resolved through
discussion.

3.3. Inclusion and exclusion criteria

Included studies had to be quantitative, published
in English, in peer-reviewed journals, and containing
samples of children and adolescents under 18 years
old. We included studies containing data from cross-
sectional, experimental, or longitudinal designs, but
for the last two categories only if baseline or first-wave
measurements were available. Studies had to measure
at least one component of affective or cognitive
empathy and at least one of the three bystander roles,
defenders, outsiders or pro-bullies, referring to
involvement in traditional bullying contexts. To be
considered, studies had to provide data necessary for
the estimation of the effect size. Studies were included
if their definition of empathy allowed for the
identification of either affective or cognitive empathy.
Excluded studies were qualitative in nature, meaning
case studies, book chapters, conference abstracts,
reviews of the literature, commentaries, or dissertation
theses. We also excluded studies investigating general
aggression or only cyberbullying, studies based on
clinical samples (e.g., ADHD, autism), studies not
differentiating between affective and cognitive
empathy, studies including general empathy scores
and not distinguishing between bystander roles.
Studies with data concerning the association between
either cognitive or affective empathy and aggressive
defending such as confronting, attacking, excluding or
harming the aggressor in any other way were also
eliminated. This decision was based on research
pointing out that children who take action against the
bully also bully others and cluster together in a
separate group from overall defenders and victim-
oriented defenders (Reijntjes et al., 2016). Therefore,
we consider aggressive defending to be conceptually
different from what we traditionally understand by
peer defending and we chose not to include it.

3.4. Data extraction and coding

Full texts of the selected studies were examined by
two independent researchers working in parallel (A.
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M. S and J. M). Disagreements were resolved by
discussion and by consulting the specific paper where
divergencies appeared. The following data were
extracted from each included study: study
identification data containing first author, title and
year of publication, design, the country in which the
study was conducted, sample size (including subgroup
sample size when needed); sample characteristics such
as age and gender; outcome (cognitive and/or affective
empathy), outcome measurement (type of
measurement for empathy: validated or ad-hoc,
respectively informant: self or other), bystander role,
bystander measurement (type of measurement for
bystander: validated or ad-hoc and type of informant:
self or other) and estimators for the association
between variables, specifically Pearson's r. When
studies performed associations between multiple
facets or subtypes of empathy, for example, empathic
concern and personal distress, which are both facets of
affective empathy (Lambe & Craig, 2023), and
involvement in a bystander role, we included all
correlations. Subsequently, they were all combined
into a single effect size.

3.5. Assessment of study quality

The quality of each included study was assessed by
using the Quality Assessment Tool for Observational
Cohort and Cross-Sectional Studies, developed by
NHLBI (NIHLBI, 2021). This assessment tool
contains 14 questions evaluating key characteristics
which are relevant to the internal validity of a study.
Each question can be answered by “Yes”, “No”,
“Cannot determine” or “Not applicable”. The total
score was obtained by calculating the sum of all “Yes”
answers, which could range from 0 (poor quality) to
14 (good quality). The total number of affirmative
questions was then transformed into a percentage
representing the quality of the study: <50% poor,
between 50 and 75% fair, and over 75% good quality.
Two evaluators rated the quality of each study and
disagreements were discussed. The level of agreement
between the rates was computed using Cohen’s
(kappa) (McHugh, 2012).

3.6. Data analysis

All analyses were performed using Stata 18
(StataCorp, 2023). A random-effects model was used
to account for high heterogeneity, as it allows effects
to vary across studies. For the main objective of the
current meta-analysis effect sizes for the relationship
between each type of empathy (cognitive and
affective) and each type of bystander involvement role
(defender, outsider and pro-bully) were calculated as
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Pearson’s r along with the sample size (N) of included
studies. ldentified correlation coefficients were then
transformed to Fisher’s z, which represented the
values included in the analyses (Borenstein et al.,
2021). In order to allow interpretations these values
were later transformed into correlations. Coefficients
thus obtained were interpreted based on Cohen’s
benchmarks where an r of .10 represents a small effect,
anr of .30 a medium effect and an r of .50 a large effect
size (Cohen, 2013). Lower and upper 95% confidence
intervals (Cl) were computed to determine the
statistical significance of estimated effect sizes.

The 2 statistic was used to evaluate the
heterogeneity of effect sizes. It reflects the proportion
of variance in effect sizes across studies that is related
to true differences between studies rather than chance
or sampling error. Interpretation of 12 values was based
on the following ratings: 25% or less indicates low
heterogeneity, 50% moderate heterogeneity and 75%
or higher indicates high heterogeneity (Higgins et al.,
2003). Similar to the effect sizes, the 95% CI was
computed for each 12 value as well.

3.6.1. Sensitivity and moderation analysis

Robustness of the meta-analytic findings was
assessed by computing sensitivity analysis. For each
association between an empathy type and a bystander
role, we excluded categories of studies based on
specific methodological characteristics. Specifically,
we excluded ad-hoc measures and studies with

Figure 1
PRISMA flow-diagram of the study selection process

| Identification of studies via databases and registers

]
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empathy instruments based on other reports or
informants. By conducting these analyses, we aimed
to investigate whether the use of validated versus non-
validated and self versus other-reported measures
influenced the overall pooled effect sizes.

Additional sources of heterogeneity among effect
sizes were explored by effectuating moderation
analyses on three categories of moderation variables:
sample size, mean age and the percentage of girls,
reflecting gender composition. We were unable to run
moderation analyses based on the country in which the
study was conducted due to lack of variability.
Included moderators were assessed in random-effects
meta-regression models based on regression
coefficients, standard error (SE), statistical
significance and 95% CI. R? values were computed for
the percentage of heterogeneity explained by each
moderator.

3.6.2. Small study effects

Assessment of publication bias included the use of
two strategies. First, funnel plots were visually
inspected for asymmetry, which might indicate
publication bias. Then, Egger’s test, a regression-
based statistical test, was performed to provide formal
evidence of the absence or presence of publication bias
(Egger et al., 1997).

4. Results
4.1. Selection process

| Identification of studles via other methods

Records identified from:

Identification

[

J

Screening

PsychINFO (n = 478)
Scopus (n = 597)

Web of science (n = 504)
PubMed (n = 158)

Records removed before
screening:
Duplicate records removed
(n =857)

Records identified from
Citation searching (n = 3)

¥

Records screenad
(n=881)

Records excluded

Automated keyword search (n =

473)

Manual title and abstract analysis
85

hJ

[ Included } [

Studies included in review
(n=32)

(n=285)
hJ r
Reports saught for retrieval . Reports sought for retrieval | Report t ret: d
(n=123) Reports not retrieved (n=1) n 53} 9 {nef%)s nat relneve
- Reports excluded: PP,
(I:I{_Iegtzlr;sé}assessed for eligibility Outcome not of interest {n = 27) {I?]e[)-sr;s assessed for eligibility >
No bystander role, general -
Reports excluded: (n = 0)

aggression or cyberbullying (n = 29)

Different language (n = 8)
Sample mismatch (n = )
Insufficient data (n = 14)
Conference, presentations,
theses (n =3)

Overlapping datasets (n = 5)
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Figure 1 presents the PRISMA diagram containing
all steps of the inclusion process and arguments for
excluded studies. A total of 1738 studies were
obtained after the initial search. We then eliminated
857 duplicates and excluded additional records by
automated keyword search using terms as “law”,
“military” or “brain”. This allowed for 285 articles to
be examined by title and abstract. Next, 123 studies
were retrieved for full text investigation, with the
exception of one article which we were not able to
obtain. Therefore, 122 articles were further examined
for eligibility, out of which 29 met the inclusion
criteria. Three additional studies were retrieved from
the investigation of citations in previous studies.
Finally, 32 studies were included in the current meta-
analysis.

4.2. Study characteristics

The combined sample of the 32 final samples
includes 24783 participants, with a mean sample size
of 774 participants. Studies were published between
2007 and 2025 and reflect samples across 13 countries,
with the majority of studies coming from Italy (9
studies). The mean age of the 28 studies that offered
information regarding specific sample age was 11.93.
The remaining studies specified the mean age of the
sample before eliminating some of the participants,
thus making reports of mean age less representative
for the sample included in the current meta-analysis.
The percentage of girls across the 31 studies was
49.8%. One study lacked information regarding the
percentage of girls in the final sample, therefore we
could not include information regarding gender
distribution (Fredrick et al., 2020). Other four studies
reported separate results for boys and girls (Gini et al.,
2007; Menolascino & Jenkins, 2018; Troop-Gordon et
al., 2019; Yun & Graham, 2018), which was
accounted for when calculating the mean percentage
of girls. All 32 studies included affective empathy, and
out of them, 15 included measures of cognitive
empathy as well. The most frequently investigated
bystander role was the defender, which was included
in all studies with the exception of one study
addressing only pro-bully behavior (Troop-Gordon et
al., 2019). The next most frequently examined role
was the outsider, which was included in 13 studies,
and the last was the pro-bully, with 7 studies. Empathy
was mostly examined with The Interpersonal
Reactivity Index (IRI) (Davis, 1983) (11 studies),
followed by How | Feel in Different Situations Scale
(HIFDS) (5 studies) (Feshbach et al., 1991) and the
Basic Empathy Scale (BES) (4 studies) (Jolliffe &
Farrington, 2006). Appendix A presents a list of all
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included studies, and Appendix B, Table 1 provides a
comprehensive description of them. Appendix F
includes a list of excluded studies and arguments for
exclusion.

4.3. Quality assessment of the included studies

The evaluation of quality assessment resulted in 6
studies being included in the good category,
representing high quality, and the remaining 26 studies
obtained scores indicating inclusion in the fair
category, representing moderate quality. No poor-
quality studies were identified. The score for each
study was calculated by determining the proportion of
affirmative answers. Given that most of the studies
were cross-sectional, we did not take into
consideration questions which were not applicable to
the examined study in calculating the percentage of
affirmative answers. For example, question 12
regarding blinding of the assessor to the exposure
status of the participants was not applicable across all
32 studies, therefore the percentage of affirmative
answers was calculated by dividing to a maximum of
13 possible affirmative answers. The interrater
reliability for the quality of the studies between the
two assessors was very good, Cohen's k = 0.87,
p<0.001. A full description of the quality ratings is
provided in Supplementary materials, Appendix C,
Table 2.

4.4. Overall meta-analytic effects and sensitivity
analyses

Table 1 summarizes main findings for the
association between the involvement of each
bystander role and each type of empathy, including
sensitivity analyses for ad-hoc measures and other
informant reports of empathy.

4.4.1. Defenders

Cognitive empathy and defending showed a
significant and positive pooled effect size r=0.26, 95%
Cl [0.21, 0.32], indicating a small to moderate
correlation. The 12 index for heterogeneity was high at
92%, 95% CI [88, 94]. Sensitivity analyses for result
robustness were conducted by excluding 10 studies
with ad-hoc measures and 16 studies with other
informants, both for cognitive empathy measures.
Results yielded statistically significant associations,
but no significant improvement of the correlation. This
indicates that the main results were not influenced by
studies with these characteristics. A forest plot of the
association between defending and cognitive empathy
is presented in Figure 2. All forest plots are presented
in Appendix D.
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Table 1

Overall meta-analytic effects and sensitivity analyses
Outcome k N r LCI UClI I? LCI UCl
Defenders
Cognitive 17 14.846 0.26 0.21 0.32 92 88 94
Excluding ad-hoc measures for cognitive empathy 10 11.788 0.20 0.16 025 79 64 89
Excluding reports by others of cognitive empathy 16  14.658 0.25 0.20 031 92 88 94
Affective 31 24.299 0.29 0.24 035 95 93 96
Excluding ad-hoc measures for affective empathy 26 14.665 0.29 0.23 0.36 95 94 96
Excluding reports by others of affective empathy 29  24.006 0.28 0.23 033 94 93 95
Outsiders
Cognitive 5 1179 -0.09 -028 010 92 88 97
Excluding ad-hoc measures for cognitive empathy 4 1062 -0.09 -0.32 014 94 92 97
Excluding reports by others of cognitive empathy 4 991 -0.03 -0.21 0.16 88 85 89
Affective 13 7412 -0.12 -0.23 -0.01 96 94 97
Excluding ad-hoc measures for affective empathy 10 5771 -0.13  -0.26 001 96 95 97
Excluding reports by others of affective empathy 11 7119 -0.08 -0.19 0.04 96 94 97
Pro-bullies
Affective 7 4334 -0.17 -020 -0.14 0 0 77
Excluding ad-hoc measures for affective empathy 5 2810 -0.18 -0.21 -0.14 0 0 77

Note: Abbreviations: k = number of studies; N= number of participants; LCI=lower confidence interval, UCI=upper confidence
interval, 1= percentage of heterogeneity. Results are reported with r coefficients, random-effects model. The positive effect indicates

a positive association. Significant results are marked with italics.

The overall effect sizes for affective empathy were
also positive and significant r=0.29, 95% CI [0.24,
0.35], reflecting a small to positive effect size, with
high heterogeneity 12=95%, 95% CI [93, 96].
Sensitivity analyses showed that the overall effect
remained consistent after eliminating 26 studies with
ad-hoc reports and 29 with reports by other
informants, indicating that results were not influenced
by the investigated characteristics. Figure 3 includes
forest plots for the associations between defending and
affective empathy.

4.4.2. Outsiders

For the association between outsider behavior and
cognitive empathy the overall effect size was negative
and not significant r=-0.09, 95% CI [-0.28, 0.10].
Heterogeneity was high 12=92%, 95% CI [88, 97].
Sensitivity analyses showed no improvement in effect
sizes after excluding ad-hoc and other reported
measurements of cognitive empathy. The forest plot,

including correlations for each study, is presented in
Figure 4.

Figure 2
Forest plot: defending and cognitive empathy

Defenders - Cognitive empathy

Effect size Weight

Study with 95% Cl (%)
Belacchi & Benelli, 2020 — 0.38[0.19, 0.56] 4.02
Bellachi, 2012 —8— 0.43[0.32, 0.53] 5.73
Caravita, 2009 —8— 0.14[0.05, 0.23] 5.95
Fredrick, 2020 —— 0.29[0.18, 0.40] 5.57
Gini, 2007 —8— 0.13[0.02, 0.24] 554
Gini, 2008 —a— 0.14[0.02, 0.25] 5.45
Harrison et al., 2025 —B- 0.22[0.15, 0.29] 6.38
Lambe, 2020 8- 0.28[0.22, 0.34] 6.51
Machackova, 2016 —8— 0.36[0.25, 0.47] 5.56
Menolascino & Jenkins, 2018 —8— 0.17[0.06, 0.27] 5.64
Peets, 2015 B 0.17[0.14, 0.19] 6.99
Poyhonen, 2010 —— 0.10[0.01, 0.19] 5.95
Pozzoli, 2017 —@— 054044, 063] 5.80
Rieffe, 2016 —a— 0.22[0.08, 0.37] 4.77
Tang 2025 - 0.37[0.30, 0.43] 6.51
Wang, 2023  * 1 0.35[0.32, 0.38] 6.96
Yun, 2018 B 0.21[0.16, 0.27] 6.66
Overall e 0.26 [0.21, 0.32]

Heterogeneity: 7° = 0.01, I* = 91.74%, H* = 12.10
Test of 8, = 8;: Q(16) = 189.28, p = 0.00
Testof 8=0:z=9.18, p=0.00

Random-effects ML model
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Figure 3
Forest plot: defending and affective empathy
Defenders - affective empathy

Effect size Weight
Study with 95% CI (%)

Alvarez-Garcia, 2021
Barchia & Bussey, 2011
Barhight, 2013
Belacchi&Benelli, 2020
Bellachi, 2012
Camodeca, 2016
Caravita, 2009

Correia, 2008

0.27[ 0.21, 0.33] 3.46
023[ 0.17, 0.28] 3.48
-0.17[-0.40, 0.05] 2.23
0.38[ 0.19, 0.56] 2.56
0.69[ 058, 0.79] 3.20
0.18[-0.01, 0.38] 247
028[ 0.19, 0.37] 3.27
055[ 0.40, 0.69] 2.88

Eijigu, 2022 0.25[ 0.17, 0.33] 3.35
Fredrick, 2020 0.33[ 0.22, 0.44] 3.15
Gini, 2007 0.20[ 0.09, 0.31] 3.14
Gini, 2008 0.17[ 0.05, 0.28] 3.1
Harrison et al., 2025 0.26[ 0.19, 0.33] 3.41
Lambe, 2020 0.18[ 0.11, 0.24] 3.45
Lambe, 2023 0.18[ 0.10, 0.25] 3.38

Lucas-Molina, 2018
Machackova, 2016

Malin, 2023

Menolascino & Jenkins, 2018
Nickerson, 2014

0.10[ 0.06, 0.14] 3.53
0.34[ 0.23, 0.45] 3.15
033[ 0.23, 0.43] 3.22
0.24[ 0.14, 0.35] 3.7
039[ 0.27, 0.51] 3.06

Peets, 2015 031[ 0.29, 0.33] 3.59
Poyhonen, 2010 0.12[ 0.03, 0.21] 3.27
Pozzoli, 2017 0.60[ 0.53, 0.67] 3.41
Raboteg-Sarié, 2019 0.55[ 0.44, 0.66] 3.15
Rieffe, 2016 0.18[ 0.07, 0.28] 3.19
Tang 2025 0.16[ 0.10, 0.22] 3.45
Valdés-Cuervo, 2018 038[ 0.32, 0.43] 3.48
Wang, 2023 049[ 047, 0.52] 3.58
Xie, 2020 027[ 0.22, 0.33] 3.48
Yang, 2017 026[ 0.16, 0.36] 3.24
Yun, 2018 024[ 0.19, 0.30] 3.49
Overall 0.29[ 0.24, 0.35]

Heterogeneity: 1° = 0.02, I = 95.03%, H? = 20.13
Test of 8, = 8;: Q(30) = 543.20, p = 0.00
Testof 8 =0:z=10.54, p = 0.00

Random-effects ML model

Figure 4
Forest plot: outsider and cognitive empathy
Outsiders - Cognitive empathy

Effect size Weight
Study with 95% CI (%)

Belacchi & Benelli, 2020 -0.11[-0.29, 0.08] 18.31

Bellachi, 2012 —a— -0.35[-0.46, -0.25] 20.80
Gini, 2008 —a— 0.14[ 0.02, 0.25] 20.46
Pozzoli, 2017 —— -0.29(-0.39, -0.19] 20.88
Rieffe, 2016 —8—  0.16[ 001, 0.31] 19.54
Overall -0.09[-0.28, 0.10]
Heterogeneity: 7° = 0.04, I = 91.57%, H* = 11.87
Test of 6, = 8: Q(4) = 64.27, p = 0.00
Testof8=0:z=-0.97,p=0.33

4 2 0 2 4

Random-effects ML model

Pooled effect sizes for outsider involvement and
affective empathy revealed a small negative
significant effect size r=-0.12, 95% CI [-0.23, -0.01],
with high heterogeneity levels 12=96%, 95% CI [94,
97]. Sensitivity analyses showed no significant results
after excluding ad-hoc and other reports measures for
affective empathy. There was a small improvement in
the correlation coefficient after excluding ad-hoc
measures, but it was not statistically significant. Figure
5 presents a forest plot for the outsider-affective
empathy association.

4.4.3. Pro-bullies

The pooled effect size for pro-bully involvement
was assessed only with affective empathy due to the
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lack of studies investigating cognitive empathy. The
results indicate a small, negative and significant effect
size r=-0.17, 95% CI [-0.20, -0.14]. There was no
observed heterogeneity 12=0%, 95% CI [0, 77],
meaning that variation across studies was minimal.
Sensitivity analyses were performed only by
excluding ad-hoc measures for affective empathy and
showed a small significant improvement in the pooled
effect size r=-0.18, 95% CI [-0.21, -0.14], with
minimal heterogeneity as well 12=0%, 95% CI [0, 77].
The forest plot for the associations between pro-bully
involvement and affective empathy is presented in
Figure 6.

Figure 5
Forest plot: outsider and affective empathy

Outsiders - Affective empathy
Effect size Weight

Study with 95% CI (%)
Belacchi & Benelli, 2020 —@— 023[ 0.05 041] 6.80
Bellachi, 2012 - -0.45[-0.55, -0.35] 7.75
Camodeca, 2016 —— -0.26 [ -0.45, -0.06] 6.66
Eijigu, 2022 - -0.13[-0.21, -0.06] 7.94
Gini, 2008 & 0.07[-0.04, 0.19] 7.62
Lucas-Molina, 2018 - ] -0.01[-0.05, 0.04] 8.16
Malin, 2023 —- -0.08([-0.18, 0.02] 7.77
Nickerson, 2014 —— -0.24[-0.37, -0.12] 7.55
Pozzoli, 2017 L - B -0.47 [-0.54, -0.40]  8.01
Rieffe, 2016 —B— 0.21[ 0.10, 0.31] 7.73
Xie, 2020 3 0.04[-0.02, 0.09] 8.1
Yang, 2017 —- -0.22[-0.31, -0.12] 7.80
Alvarez-Garcia, 2021 o -0.19[-0.25, -0.13] 8.08
Overall -~ -0.12[-0.23, -0.00]
Heterogeneity: 1° = 0.04, I* = 96.00%, H* = 25.03
Test of 8 = 8;: Q(12) = 271.74, p = 0.00
Testof8=0:2=-2.02, p=0.04

5 0 5

Random-effects ML model

Figure 6
Forest plot: pro-bully and affective empathy

Pro-bullies - affective empathy

Effect size Weight

Study with 95% CI (%)
Machackova, 2016 —t—8&——-0.09[-0.20, 0.02] 6.87
Malin, 2023 —— -0.28[-0.38, -0.18] 8.44
Raboteg-Sari¢, 2019 =i -0.19[-0.26, -0.11] 13.90
Troop-Gordon, 2019 = -0.18 [-0.27, -0.09] 10.32
Xie, 2020 —— -0.17[-0.22, -0.11] 27.70
Yang, 2017 e -0.17 [-0.27, -0.08] 8.92
Alvarez-Garcia, 2021 —— -0.14[-0.20, -0.08] 23.85
Overall R -0.17 [ -0.20, -0.14]
Heterogeneity: T° = 0.00, I* = 0.01%, H* = 1.00
Testof §, = 6;: Q(6) = 7.70, p = 0.26
Testof 8 =0:z=-11.49, p = 0.00

4 -2 0

Random-effects ML model

4.5. Meta-regression analyses and small study effects

Random-effect meta-regression analyses were
performed to examine whether sample size, mean age
and the percentage of girls moderate the associations
between each type of empathy and bystander behavior.
For the small study effects visual examinations will be
described, along with results of the Eggar’s test for
publication bias. Forest plots of effect sizes for every
investigated subgroup and examined funnel plots are
presented in Appendix D. Due to the limited number
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of studies included in the analyses regarding the roles
of outsiders and pro-bullies, results should be
interpreted with caution.

4.5.1. Defenders

For the association between defending and
cognitive empathy neither sample size b=-4.1006,
SE=0.0000, z=-0.25, p=0.801, 95% CI [-0.000, 0.000],
mean age b=-0.0145, SE=0.0140, z=-1.03, p=0.303,
95% CI [-0.0421, 0.0130], nor the percentage of girls
b=-0.0123, SE=0.0086, z=-1.43, p=0.153, 95% CI [-
0.0293, 0.0046] were significant moderators.
However, the percentage of girls explained 6.54% of
the variance in effect sizes. Visual examination of the
funnel plot revealed slight asymmetry, but Egger’s test
indicated no statistically significant proof of
publication bias b=0.41, SE=1.57, z=0.26, p=0.794.

Results are similar for the association between
defending and affective empathy. Sample size b=-
0.0000, SE=0.0000, z=0.53, p=0.593, 95% CI [-0.000,
0.000], mean age b=-0.0066, SE=0.0126, z=-0.53,
p=0.599, 95% CI [-0.0314, 0.0181] and the percentage
of girls b=0.0021, SE=0.0029, z=0.73, p=0.463, 95%
CI [-0.0036, 0.0079] were not significant moderators.
Based on visual inspection, the funnel plot seems to
show some degree of asymmetry. However, Egger’s
test revealed no significant evidence of publication
bias b=-0.92, SE=1.32, z=-0.70, p=0.485.

4.5.2. Outsiders

No significant moderators were revealed for the
association between the involvement as an outsider
and cognitive empathy (sample size: b=-0.0011,
SE=0.0009, z=-1.31, p=0.192, 95% CI [-0.0029,
0.005], mean age b=-0.0488, SE=0.0263, z=1.85,
p=0.064, 95% CI [-0.0028, 0.1006], percentage of
girls b=0.0410, SE=0.0323, z=1.27, p=0.205, 95% ClI
[-0.0223, 0.1044]). Although not significant, the
sample size explained 18.22% of the variance in effect
sizes, age explained 39.82% and the percentage of
girls 15%. Visual examination of the funnel plot
revealed some degree of asymmetry across included
research, but the formal regression-based test of Eggar
indicated no significant evidence of publication bias
b=5.39, SE=6.94, z=0.78, p=0.437.

Similarly, no significant moderators were
identified for the relationship between the outsider role
and affective empathy across the three tested
moderators: sample size: b=0.0000, SE=0.0001,
z=0.63, p=0.529, 95% CI [-0.0001, 0.0002], mean age
b=0.0263, SE=0.0173, z=1.52, p=0.129, 95% CI [-
0.0076, 0.0603] and percentage of girls b=0.0088,
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SE=0.0117, z=0.76, p=0.448, 95% CI [-0.0140,
0.0318]. Only age explained 13.07% of the variance in
effect sizes. Visual examination of the funnel plot
revealed signs of asymmetry, but Egger’s test was not
significant, indicating no publication bias b=-1.41,
SE=3.24, z=-0.43, p=0.665.

4.5.3. Pro-bullies

For the association between involvement as a pro-
bully bystander and affective empathy there were no
significant moderators: b=0.0000, SE=0.0000, z=0.73,
p=0.462, 95% CI [-0.0000, 0.0001], mean age b=-
0.0094, SE=0.0090, z=-1.04, p=0.298, 95% CI [-
0.0270, 0.0082] and percentage of girls b=-0.0008,
SE=0.0009, z=-0.95, p=0.341, 95% CI [-0.0026,
0.0009]. Age explained 18.28% of the variance across
effect sizes. Visual inspection of the funnel plot
indicated slight asymmetry, but Egger’s test for
publication bias was not significant b=-0.90, SE=1.52,
z=-0.59, p=0.552, revealing no publication bias.

5. Discussions

The main aim of the current meta-analysis was to
investigate the magnitude of the association between
cognitive and affective empathy and three bystander
roles: defender, outsider and pro-bully. Second, we
tested whether the magnitude of these associations
varied across conditions, such as validation of the
empathy instrument, self or other informants for the
empathy instrument, sample size, mean age, and the
percentage of girls. Results confirm that both
cognitive and affective empathy are positively related
to defending. Outsiders showed a significant negative
relationship only with affective empathy, whereas for
cognitive empathy, this association was negative and
non-significant. The limited number of studies
concerning pro-bullies and cognitive empathy was not
enough to compute a pooled effect size, therefore
results included only associations with affective
empathy. These revealed a negative significant
association with pro-bully involvement.

5.1. Defenders

Both affective and cognitive empathy were
significantly and positively related to defending,
although this association was slightly stronger for
affective than cognitive empathy. Previous meta-
analytic research has also revealed stronger
associations between affective empathy and defending
than cognitive empathy (Deng et al., 2021; Imuta et
al., 2022). However, our correlation coefficients were
larger than those reported in previous research. This
could be a consequence of including studies that
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mostly utilized validated instruments for empathy,
thereby obtaining stronger overall associations.

Positive associations between cognitive and
affective empathy and defending indicate that higher
levels of cognitive and affective empathy are
associated with more defending behaviors.
Nonetheless, the slight difference between the
association with affective versus cognitive empathy is
reflected in multiple studies. For example, affective,
not cognitive empathy significantly moderated the
relationship  between victimization and peer
defending, suggesting that affective empathy might be
a stronger motivator of peer defending than cognitive
empathy (Harrison et al., 2025). In another study,
affective empathy predicted defending even when the
bully’s popularity was high (Choi & Park, 2021). In
the same sample, children low in affective and high in
cognitive empathy reported reduced intention to
defend victims when the popularity of the aggressor
increased. Improving cognitive empathy through
better perspective taking skills is positively related to
prosocial behaviors (Cigala et al.,, 2015) and
associated with self-reported prosocial actions
(Tamnes et al., 2018). In some studies, cognitive, not
affective empathy better predicted defending
(Rizkyanti et al.,, 2021). Cognitive and affective
empathy may relate differently to certain steps
required to intervene, as presented in the five steps of
the bystander intervention model (Latané & Darley,
1970). Fredrick et al. (2020) revealed that affective
empathy was related to interpreting the events as
emergencies requiring someone to intervene and
actually intervening, while cognitive empathy was
associated to noticing the act of aggression, accepting
responsibility and knowing how to intervene.

Additionally, according to the empathy-altruism
hypothesis (Batson et al., 2015) affective empathy in
the form of empathic concern produces altruistic
motivation. Affective empathy facilitates the
understanding that someone else is in need and
activates altruistic motivation, respectively the
motivation to act in order to increase the wellbeing of
another person. The activation of altruistic motivation
further leads to an analysis of the advantages or
disadvantages of intervening. When the analysis
results in more benefits than costs, helping behavior
occurs. Even so, affective empathy on its own does not
automatically lead to prosocial behavior, it is
important for the person who decides whether to help
or not to be able to take the perspective of another, thus
to demonstrate cognitive empathy.
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5.2. Outsiders

Results concerning the association between
cognitive, affective empathy and outsider behavior
revealed small negative association only for affective
empathy. Indeed, most studies have reported negative
associations between affective empathy and outsider
behavior (Alvarez-Garcia et al., 2021; Camodeca &
Coppola, 2016; Yang & Kim, 2017). Results of the
studies investigating both types of empathy and
outsider behavior are considerably divergent. Some
show significant positive associations with affective
empathy, specifically empathic concern and negative
non-significant associations with cognitive empathy
(Belacchi & Benelli, 2020), others non-significant
positive results with affective empathy and positive
significant results with cognitive empathy (Gini et al.,
2008), respectively some obtained negative significant
associations with both types of empathy (Pozzoliet al.,
2017), while others positive associations with both
types of empathy (Rieffe & Camodeca, 2016).
However, the results from the current meta-analysis
indicate that high affective empathy reduces the
chances of being a passive outsider when witnessing
bullying behavior. Previous meta-analytic data
revealed no significant associations between outsider
bystanding and either type of empathy (Imuta et al.,
2022). One reason for the lack of significant results for
cognitive empathy could be the high levels of variance
across the included studies, together with the low
number of studies investigating cognitive empathy in
outsiders (four studies). Furthermore, referring to the
empathy-altruism hypothesis, we would expect that
low levels of empathy will not lead to activation of
altruistic motivation; and the cost-benefit analysis will
show that the act of helping is too disadvantageous to
intervene (Batson et al., 2015). Accordingly, outsider
behavior was related to empathic distress, suggesting
that outsiders tend to have a self-focused orientation
(Rieffe & Camodeca, 2016). This is opposite to
altruistic motivation, which requires other-orientation
(Batson et al., 2015).

5.3. Pro-bullies

Analyses performed for the association between
affective empathy and the pro-bully role showed a
small significant negative effect. Our results are in line
with those obtained by previous meta-analytic
research (Imuta et al., 2022) for the bully role and
follower of the bully role. Likewise, Zych et al. (2019)
identified high levels of empathy as a protective factor
against bullying. The only article concerning cognitive
empathy in our meta-analysis (Machackova & Pfetsch,
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2016) revealed negative associations with both types
of empathy, although they were not significant.
Similar results were obtained for the bully role with
both cognitive and affective empathy (Zych et al.,
2019). One potential explanation could be that low
empathy is linked to moral disengagement,
respectively justifications for aggressive acts, which
further predicts bullying perpetration (Kokkinos &
Kipritsi, 2018). Meta-analytic data confirm moral
disengagement as a predictor of aggressive behaviors
(Gini et al., 2014).

5.4. Sensitivity, meta-regression analyses, and small
study effects

Sensitivity analyses suggested a limited influence
of empathy measurement status (validated or ad-hoc)
and informant of the empathy measurement (self or
other reported) on these associations. The only notable
exception was the minimal improvement in the
correlation coefficient for pro-bullies when ad-hoc
measures for affective empathy were excluded. The
slight improvement in effect sizes when ad-hoc
measures of empathy were eliminated reflects how
higher levels of heterogeneity among empathy
instruments and the use of unstandardized or
unvalidated instruments can negatively impact the
results (Sesso et al., 2021).

Moreover, no significant moderating effect
emerged in either of the investigated associations, and
no evidence of publication bias was found. One
potential reason for the lack of moderation effects
might be related to the lower variance levels between
the included studies. Indeed, most studies were based
on samples within the same age range, including
preadolescents and adolescents, and included similar
percentages of girls. The absence of evidence for
publication bias allows confidence in the obtained
results. However, results based on a small number of
studies should be treated with caution.

5.5. Implications, limitations and future directions

The results of the current meta-analysis and
systematic review highlight some important
theoretical and practical implications. From a
theoretical point of view, it is important to regard
empathy as a multidimensional construct rather than a
singular one. Cognitive and affective empathy appear
to have distinct contributions to bystander behavior.
Specifically, affective empathy appears to show
greater influence on defender, outsider and pro-bully
behavior than cognitive empathy does. Practical
implications concern anti-bullying interventions,
particularly those focused on bystander interventions
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(Garandeau et al., 2022). In some cases, training based
on affective empathy may be more beneficial to
bystanders. Further differentiation in training,
allowing greater personalization in accordance with
bystander role and type of empathy for each child
could also lead to better results.

The current study presents several limitations.
First, we found no moderation effect on either tested
moderation factor. This could mean that the included
studies lacked variation, which would be probable
considering that empathy for example develops over
time (Dorris et al., 2022) and bullying frequency
usually peaks at around 13 years (L6pez-Castro et al.,
2023). Future studies could investigate different age
ranges, empathy and bystander involvement
trajectories across childhood and future mete-analytic
studies could explore additional moderators, such as
cultural differences, socio-economic status or peer
dynamic. Secondly, we only included cross-sectional
and baseline or first-wave data, therefore directionality
and causality between cognitive, affective empathy
and bystander behavior cannot be determined. Future
longitudinal studies should address these gaps. Lastly,
some of the analyses were based on a limited number
of studies, which warrants precaution when
interpreting the results. Upcoming studies could
investigate not only defenders, but also outsiders and
pro-bullies, addressing the lack of extensive data
concerning these bystander roles.

6. Conclusions

In conclusion, the current meta-analysis provides
support for the association between cognitive and
affective empathy and bystander behavior. In
particular, defending was positively and significantly
related to both types of empathy, although the
relationship was stronger for affective empathy.
Outsider behavior was negatively and significantly
related only to affective empathy. There was a small,
negative, non-significant association with cognitive
empathy. For pro-bully involvement, only affective
empathy was assessed, which revealed significant
negative associations. Although moderation analyses
showed no significant effect, sensitivity analyses
indicated limited improvement for outsiders and pro-
bullies when ad-hoc measures of empathy were
excluded. Overall, our results highlight the importance
of discriminating between cognitive and affective
empathy in future studies and the need to address
multiple bystander roles in addition to defenders.
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Belacchi, 2020 outsider 117 44 9.75 cognitive Adapted IRI ad-hoc self
6. defender,

Camodeca, 2016 outsider 105 51.43 4.85 affective CCQ validated other
7. affective,

Caravita, 2009 defender 461 49.24 10.64 cognitive HIFDS validated self
8. Correia, 2008 defender 187 48.1 14.51 affective BEI validated self
9. defender,

Eijigu, 2022 outsider 612 56.5 14.97 affective HIFDS validated self
10. defender, affective,

Fredrick, 2020 outsider 324 NA NA cognitive HIFDS validated self
11. affective,

Gini, 2008 defender 294 47.2 13.3 cognitive IRI validated self
12. affective,

Gini, 2007 defender 142/176 100/0 13.2 cognitive IRI validated self
13. affective,

Harrison, 2025 defender 788 49.6 15.5 cognitive IRI validated self
14. affective,

Lambe, 2020 defender 334 50 11-14 cognitive IRI validated self
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N References Bystander Sample % of Age Empathy Empathy Validated/ Self/ other
r. (firstauthor, type size irls (mean type instrument ad-hoc reported
year) yp g /range) yp P
15. Lambe 2023 defender 120 49 12.3 affective IRI validated self
16.  Lucas-Molina, defender,
2018 outsider 2050 50.8 9.8 affective BEI validated self
17.  Machackova, defender, pro- affective,
2016 bully 321 44 14.99 cognitive BES validated self
18. defender,
outsider, pro-
Malin, 2023 bully 394 64.72 16.81 affective ERQ validated self
19.  Menolascino, affective,
2018 defender 179/167 100/0 NA cognitive HIFDS validated self
20. defender,
Nickerson, 2014 outsider 262 53.8 12.23 affective ERQ validated self
21. affective, Seven-item
Peets, 2015 defender 6708 51 11 cognitive scale ad-hoc self
22. affective,
Poyhonen, 2010 defender 461 52.56 12.29 cognitive HIFDS validated self
23. defender, affective,
Pozzoli, 2017 outsider 398 47.23 12.25 cognitive IRI, TEA validated self
24.  Raboteg-Sari¢, defender, pro-
2019 bully 325 51.38 12.95 affective EES validated self
25. defender, affective,
Rieffe, 2016 outsider 182 53.29 13.4 cognitive IRI validated self
26. affective, Chinese
Tang 2025 defender 994 45.87 13.34 cognitive version of BES  validated self
27.  Troop-Gordon,
2019 pro-bully 239/245 100/0 10.25 affective BEI validated self
28.  Valdés-Cuervo,
2018 defender 1224 54.1 13.5 affective AMES validated self
29. affective,
Wang, 2023 defender 1239 46.9 114 cognitive BES validated self
30. defender,
outsider, pro-
Xie, 2020 bully 1286 46.5 NA affective ERQ validated self
31. defender,
outsider, pro-
Yang, 2017 bully 416 49.8 NA affective Adapted BEI ad-hoc self
32. affective,
Yun, 2018 defender 545/828 100/0 14 cognitive IRI validated self

Note: NA = data not available. Empathy instruments: AMES - The Adolescent Measure of Empathy and Sympathy; BEI - Bryant Empathy Index;
BES - Basic Empathy Scale; CCQ - The California Child Q-Sort; EES - The Emotional Empathy Scale; ERQ - Empathic Responsiveness
Questionnaire; HIFDS - How | Feel in Different Situations Scale; IRI - Interpersonal Reactivity Index; TEA- Trait Empathic Anger.

Appendix C. Table 2. Assessment of Study Quality

Nr. References Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q5 Q6 Q7 Q8 Q9 Q10 Ql1 Q12 Q13 Q14 Total Total Category
(first YES percentage*
author, year)

Alvarez-

1 Garcia, 2021 YES YES CD YES YES NO NO YES YES NA YES NA NA YES 8 73 Fair

2 Barchia, 2011 YES YES CD VYES YES YES YES YES YES YES YES NA YES YES 12 92 Good
Barhight,

3 2013 YES YES YES YES NO NO NO YES YES NA YES NA NA YES 8 73 Fair
Bellachi,

4 2012 YES YES CD YES YES NO NO VYES YES NA YES NA NA YES 8 73 Fair
Belacchi,

5 2020 YES YES CD YES NO NO NO YES YES NA YES NA NA YES 7 64 Fair
Camodeca,

6 2016 YES YES CD YES NO NO NO YES YES NA YES NA NA YES 7 64 Fair
Caravita,

7 2009 YES YES CD YES NO NO NO YES YES NA YES NA NA YES 7 64 Fair

8 Correia, 2008 YES YES CD YES NO NO NO VYES YES NA YES NA NA YES 7 64 Fair

9 Eijigu, 2022 YES YES CD YES YES NO NO VYES YES NA YES NA NA YES 8 73 Fair
Fredrick,

10 2020 YES YES CD YES NO NO NO YES YES NA YES NA NA YES 7 64 Fair

11  Gini, 2008 YES YES CD YES NO NO NO YES YES NA YES NA NA YES 64 Fair
12 Gini, 2007 YES YES CD YES NO NO NO YES YES NA YES NA NA YES 7 64 Fair

~
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Harrison,

13 2025 YES YES NO VYES YES NO NO VYES YES NA YES NA NA YES 8 73 Fair

14 Lambe, 2020 YES YES YES YES YES YES YES YES YES YES YES NA YES YES 13 100 Good

15 Lambe2023 YES YES CD YES YES NO NO YES YES NA YES NA NA YES 8 73 Fair
Lucas-

16 Molina, 2018 YES YES CD YES YES NO NO YES YES NA YES NA NA YES 8 73 Fair
Machackova,

17 2016 YES YES CD YES NO NO NO VYES YES NA YES NA NA YES 7 64 Fair

18 Malin,2023 YES YES CD YES YES NO NO VYES YES NA YES NA NA YES 8 73 Fair
Menolascino,

19 2018 YES YES CD YES NO NO NO VYES YES NA YES NA NA YES 7 64 Fair
Nickerson,

20 2014 YES YES NO YES YES NO NO VYES YES NA YES NA NA YES 8 73 Fair

21  Peets, 2015 YES YES YES YES YES NO NO VYES YES NA YES NA NA YES 9 82 Good
Poyhonen,

22 2010 YES YES YES YES NO NO NO VYES YES NA YES NA NA YES 8 73 Fair

23  Pozzoli, 2017 YES YES CD YES NO NO NO VYES YES NA YES NA NA YES 7 64 Fair
Raboteg-

24 Saric’, 2019 YES YES CD YES NO NO NO VYES YES NA YES NA NA YES 7 64 Fair

25 Rieffe,2016 YES YES CD YES NO NO NO VYES YES NA YES NA NA YES 7 64 Fair

26  Tang 2025 YES YES YES YES NO NO NO VYES YES NA YES NA NA YES 8 73 Fair
Troop-

27 Gordon, 2019 YES YES YES YES NO YES YES YES YES YES YES NA YES YES 12 92 Good
Valdés-

28 Cuervo, 2018 YES YES YES YES NO NO NO YES YES NA YES NA NA VYES 8 73 Fair

29 Wang,2023 YES YES CD YES YES YES YES YES YES NO YES NA NA YES 10 83 Good

30 Xie, 2020 YES YES YES YES YES NO NO VYES YES NA YES NA NA YES 9 82 Good

31 Yang, 2017 YES YES NO YES YES NO NO VYES YES NA YES NA NA YES 8 73 Fair

32  Yun, 2018 YES YES CD YES NO NO NO VYES YES NA YES NA NA YES 7 64 Fair

Note: NA — question not applicable; CD — could not determine answer from available data; * NA answers were not taken into account when calculating
the percentage. Quality categories were determined as follows: Good (> 75%), Fair (50—75%), Poor (< 50%); Q1: Was the research question or
objective in this paper clearly stated?; Q2: Was the study population clearly specified and defined?; Q3: Was the participation rate of eligible persons
at least 50%7?; Q4: Were all the subjects selected or recruited from the same or similar populations (including the same time period)? Were inclusion
and exclusion criteria for being in the study prespecified and applied uniformly to all participants?; Q5: Was a sample size justification, power
description, or variance and effect estimates provided?; Q6: For the analyses in this paper, were the exposure(s) of interest measured prior to the
outcome(s) being measured?; Q7: Was the timeframe sufficient so that one could reasonably expect to see an association between exposure and
outcome if it existed?; Q8: For exposures that can vary in amount or level, did the study examine different levels of the exposure as related to the
outcome (e.g., categories of exposure, or exposure measured as a continuous variable)?; Q9: Were the exposure measures (independent variables)
clearly defined, valid, reliable, and implemented consistently across all study participants?; Q10: Was the exposure(s) assessed more than once over
time?; Q11: Were the outcome measures (dependent variables) clearly defined, valid, reliable, and implemented consistently across all study
participants?; Q12: Were the outcome assessors blinded to the exposure status of participants?; Q13: Was loss to follow-up after baseline 20% or less?;
Q14: Were key potential confounding variables measured and adjusted statistically for their impact on the relationship between exposure(s) and
outcome(s)?.

Appendix D. Forest plots for each subgroup analysis
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